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Stories of teaching 
 
What does a good teacher look like?  
I attend weekly life drawing classes, and my teacher breaks all the rules for teaching 
properly. He is sarcastic, brutally honest in his critique, and once, walked all over one of 
my completed drawings. He has a taste for red wine which he frequently indulges before, 
during and after the class, and we students are terrified of his attention. He prowls around 
the room as we draw the model, and he holds forth loudly, pontificating on all manner of 
topics of interest to him. And yet, we go back each week, and pay money for this 
treatment. Why? He teaches me how to see and how to draw, and my drawing is 
improving. Is he a good teacher? 
 
Not according to popular ways of seeing teachers.  This ‘sage on the stage’ model is no 
longer part of the discourse of proper teaching, and some of my art teacher’s behaviour is 
simply un-thinkable in a regular classroom. Commonly, approaches to early childhood 
education and care are almost entirely informed and coloured by a training in liberal 
humanism and progressivist thinking. Raould Dahl’s character Miss Honey, in Matilda,  
epitomises the “romantic ideal” of an early childhood educator. She is kind, gentle, 
loving, nurturing, soft, — not to mention, female, and beautiful. The teaching strategies 
and attitudes are founded in ‘basic truths’ such as: a democratic classroom; access for all; 
freedom of expression; choice; and a positive self image. Like all discourse, this 
progressivist approach both enables and constrains. The teacher guides, facilitates, nurtures, 
provides, plans, scaffolds, supports. Rarely do such teachers refer to their work as teaching 
(McArdle & McWilliam, 2005).  
 
Recently, in my State, a new preparatory year of schooling has been introduced. The 
television campaign promoting this new development featured parents discussing their 
children’s futures as rocket scientists, the inference being that this would be directly 
attributable to the children’s participation in the preparatory year. Professional development 
material for teachers who will be implementing this new year included research data which 
indicated that children who do not receive a proper year of prep schooling are more likely to 
become drug addicts and/or criminals, and are less likely to be able to sustain long term 
employment, healthy relationships, or earn higher incomes. This places a lot of pressure on 
Miss Honey!   
 
Developmental Psychology insists that the work of teachers is to: map children on a path of 
never-ending progress; locate (forensically) any signs of ‘special needs’ and diagnose, then 
bring in teams of experts and/or medication to address these ‘aberrations’; provide 
counsellors immediately for any unpleasant experiences; and “fill the world with self 
esteem” (Ward, 1996). While it is no longer possible to think of my art teacher’s ways of 
teaching as doing it properly, there are actually a number of competing discourses shaping 
the ways we see teaching. 
 
There is another teacher, who is over-worked and over-governed, and driven by policies and 
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expectations imposed by others e.g. standardised testing. The corporate discourse transposed 
onto education has seen a growing emphasis on outcomes and product, accountability and 
growth, measures, comparisons, competition and evidence. But the teacher is not entrusted 
with the corporation — policy is generated at head Office. This teacher is more like 
Principal Skinner and Mrs Krabapple from The Simpsons… down trodden, depressed, 
exhausted, bumbling, nerdy, crabby, and commanding very little respect (commensurate 
with income). Like Miss Honey, kind and gentle, but a figure of fun. The children are 
smarter than the teachers. 
 
The competent child is gaining favour in the Australian education landscape. This is not the 
industrial age child, sent down to work the coalmines. Nor is it the young child currently 
earning a living in developing countries, selling goods on the streets or weaving carpets. 
Rather, this is a view of the child as having knowledge and experience, which they bring to 
their subsequent learning. They are not empty vessels, knowing nothing. Macaulay Culkin 
in Home Alone was not the vulnerable, dependent child of the more traditional fairy tales. 
Again, teaching can come a poor second or third. In movies like Ferris Beuler’s Day Off, 
the teacher is a bumbling nerd, continually outsmarted by the student.   
 
The work of teaching, and how it works 
Liberal humanism maintains its appeal to teachers who desire democratic classrooms, full 
of happy busy children, learning through play, choice, freedom and self expression. 
However, these teachers continually find themselves in uneasy moments, where 
competing discourses collide, and they are forced to make decisions between numbers of 
conflicting ‘common sense’ notions.   
 
The practice and rhetoric of the liberal humanists must work alongside corporate speak, 
outcomes, and tick-a-box competencies. I am reminded of the old story of the farmer who 
was constantly busy, weighing his pigs. When asked why he spent all his days doing this, 
he reasoned that it was this process that would ensure their growth and fattening. With 
such a growing importance placed on standardised testing, publishing results, comparing 
across schools, and funding ties to scores, teachers are kept so busy testing for literacy 
and numeracy levels, they barely have time for “fattening” experiences — such as 
acquiring new knowledge and attitudes, art, social studies, play.  
 
Curriculum is in a constant state of review, and it seems that, with every change of 
government, every new minister, new initiatives and policies are announced — 
sometimes even before the previous iteration has been fully implemented. Some teachers 
react by rolling their yes and continuing with their tried and true methods (“There’ll be 
another bus along next week”).  
 
The pathologising of the child supports a whole industry of diagnosis and treatment of 
special needs… find the next new ‘syndrome’ and the world will beat a path to your door. 
Alongside the competent child, the discourse of the “naughty child” produces another desire 
i.e. behaviour management. Genuine behaviour modification strategies, designed for a small 
percentage of the population, are being taken up across entire school populations. Intricate 
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systems of rewards and punishment are managed and tabulated, as part of the teachers’ daily 
work. These schemes are aimed at producing the compliant child, but they also produce the 
child as consumer, who ultimately ‘wins a prize’ — for ‘good behaviour’.  Increasingly, the 
‘prize’ takes the form of  a voucher for the school tuckshop, or a small gift purchased by the 
teacher. Super Nanny, the star of a reality television show, makes house calls and tames 
savage children. This show follows similar reality shows where people would come around 
and remodel your back garden. Super Nanny remodels/tames your savage child.   
 
The discourse of the competent child can also lead back to the laissez faire classroom. 
This time, the classroom is filled with technology, but still, there is no need for teaching, 
as the children are self taught, and already competent. All that children say and do is 
considered wise and profound, and is preferably, recorded. Every artwork is a creative 
masterpiece (e.g. “just as good as Picasso”). The children’s desires, once created, must be 
fulfilled. They must be busy/not bored, engaged/entertained, seen and heard.  
 
Australia, like many other countries, has taken to the ideas emanating from the teachers of 
the Reggio Emilia district in Italy. Here, the rights of the child are highlighted, and the 
pedagogy of listening, and making learning visible, are rich concepts which have struck a 
chord with many teachers. At the same time, a new romance of the child is being created —
the ‘competent child’ being a young Italian child from a socialist culture with strong 
community and family engagement, who is keen to debate and argue, who has a certain 
aesthetic appreciation, who gathers with others in a piazza, and who needs a light box to 
explore light, due to the Northern hemisphere climate. It seems apparent that a number of 
these points do not exactly match with Australian contexts. Nevertheless, there are teachers 
who set about producing that particular child, through their practices and their planned 
environments.  
A teacher’s story 
Teachers tell stories all the time, as a way of reflecting on their work. In subjecting my 
teacher stories to poststructuralist analysis, I look for ways to understand what learning the 
children are engaged in by hearing their language and their "silences". My understanding as 
a researcher is informed by Foucauldian notions of power and powerlessness, regulating 
bodies and behaviour, rules and the breaking of them, sameness and difference, learning and 
internalising, ways we organise our desires, the forming of self. The question of what can be 
said, when, and by whom, is of crucial significance. I offer one of my stories as the final 
word in my paper:  
 
Story : The big picture 
 
At the beginning of the year, the principal spoke to the whole school through the 
P.A. system. When his voice came over the P.A. in our classroom, we all 
jumped, and Michelle blurted out: "I thought that was God!" A lively discussion 
ensued about God, and angels, and somehow that all connected up with Mr 
Capp, the principal. 
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Six months later into the year, I took the kids on an "excursion", and we 
travelled into the city by train. As we were all waiting at the station to go home, 
the railway attendant (probably having the same visions as I was having) made 
an announcement over the loud speaker: 
"MAKE SURE YOU ARE BEHIND THE YELLOW LINE!" 
and Peter wondered aloud: 
"Is that Mr Capp?" 
 
 
This startled me, as I realised that the children just don't have the big picture that we have. It 
also highlights the enormous trust they have placed in me - if I'm there, well that's where 
they are too, but exactly where it is, and why, are presumably not matters which they must 
make explicit. 
 
A deconstructive reading of this story shows how early the children have learned authority. 
The disembodied voice over a Public Address system delivers statements. There is no 
redress, no negotiation, no dialogue. There is no body to be engaged with. The audience is 
silenced. This is authority at its most disembodied, its most potent. (In the beginning was the 
Word.) The words must be really important, and must be obeyed. Corporate control, through 
the organisation of the bodies in grids of space and time, depends on the children's tacit 
acceptance of the authority of the Word as all-seeing, omnipresent. 
 
On our return from this outing, which was a festival of Arts, involving the children in many 
activities, including an excellent theatre performance, the children responded in their 
paintings, depicting our day out. A great deal of attention in the paintings was given to the 
bus and the train on which we travelled. I was struck by their fondness for the tiniest detail, 
sometimes at the expense of the larger picture. Similarly, when Shaun returned from a 
holiday on the Great Barrier reef, he described to us in minute detail, a trip to see the coral, 
in a glass-bottom boat: 
 
There was a line that you had to stand and wait in. Then you got given a 
ticket which was pink and it tore off a long roll of tickets. Then you had to 
go and wait in another line. The place where you waited had a sign pointing 
where to go, and a little table sort of thing, and the tickets were down under 
the counter, and they cost $10 for adults and $5 for kids. Then a man came 
along and told us to get on the boat. But first he had to move this rope that 
was clipped across the rails, and then we got on. Dad got on first with me, 
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